
Chapter One

			Madilyn paused on the stairs, one hand lightly resting on the railing as she listened to her grandfather down below, the tap, tap, tap of his cane on the hardwood floor announcing his presence.

			“Maddie? Where are you off to?”

			She gave him a gentle smile. “I thought I’d go through Grandma Belle’s things, Grandpops.”

			She could see the steely resolve in his dark eyes. Despite his age—eighty-nine a few months ago—and his dependence on the cane, he was still a tall, intimidating man who was as mentally sharp as he’d always been.

			“Your mother will go through it all, no doubt,” he said, tapping his cane for emphasis. “What she hasn’t already pilfered through.”

			She spread her hands out. “When is she going to go through it? She already left.”

			Yes, she had dashed back to the city, returning to her apartment in Manhattan immediately after the burial, saying she had urgent business to attend to. Madilyn knew the urgent business was a pleasure trip to Bermuda with some new friends of hers. She’d learned that from Evan. Never mind that her own mother had just died. Never mind that her elderly father was apparently going off the deep end and planning to not only sell the estate but move to an assisted living facility, of all places. Yes, that was his plan. And her plan was to talk him out of it. Her mother, however, had assumed he really would sell, and hadn’t been concerned in the least. Instead, she had sorted through Grandma Belle’s jewelry, taking the most expensive pieces without asking. She wondered if her grandfather knew that.

			To be fair, her grandmother had been ill for the last several years, bedridden for the last ten months. A nurse had lived here at the estate with them, tending to her until the end. And only one day after she’d died, her grandfather had surprised them all by declaring he was going to move on, saying he couldn’t bear to stay there without his Belle. 

			He motioned up the stairs. “Whatever is up there is not worth keeping anyway. Belle moved all our things down here when she couldn’t manage the stairs any longer. Years ago.”

			“What about in the attic? You have things in there still, don’t you?”

			“Mostly ancient junk. I doubt anyone has been up there in years.” He waved her away. “Look through it if you want. I’ve already decided to have all that hauled off.” He waved at the formal room where he stood. “All of this. Might as well get rid of it all.”

			She went down the steps a little way and leaned on the railing, looking at him. “Is there not anything you want to keep, Grandpops?”

			“What for?” Then he straightened his shoulders—tapping his cane in that familiar way of his—and gave a disinterested sigh. “I won’t be around much longer anyway. No sense in hanging on to stuff.” He waved around him again. “No sense in hanging on to any of this. There’s no one to take over when I’m gone.”

			“You’ve been saying that you won’t be around much longer for the last ten years and you’re still managing just fine.”

			“And what do you call this damn thing I have to use to walk with?”

			She went down a couple more steps. “You’ve had that damn thing ten years too. You wouldn’t be you if that cane wasn’t in your hands.” She tilted her head, meeting his gaze. “This is your home.”

			“There’s nothing here for me anymore.” He looked at her sharply then. “Why? What’s the reason I should keep the estate? Do you want to move here when I’m gone? Take it over for me? There is no one else, Maddie. Just you.”

			She laughed. “I’m single. This place has eight bedrooms, not to mention several sitting areas and formal living rooms,” she said, waving her hand down at him. “What in the world would I do with it all?”

			His expression turned thoughtful. “Maybe you should take it over, Maddie. It’s been in the family for generations. It does pain me to think about selling. I had hoped your mother would want to keep it, but she has no interest. She doesn’t care if I get rid of it all.” He scowled. “She thinks because she’s got money, she’s got to rub elbows with those snooty high society people in the city who don’t give a damn about her. She seems like she couldn’t care less about where she came from.” Before she could go to him, he waved her away. “No, no. Go on up. I’m fine. Just venting.”

			“You don’t really want to sell it, do you?”

			“Like you said, it’s too big for one person to rattle around in. Your mother is off in New York City and wants no part of the homeplace. She never did. And your brother? I’ve given up on that. Evan is…well, Evan is Evan. He’s far too much like your mother. Who’s going to want it, if not you? You’re the only sensible one in the family.”

			“You know what, there’s no need to rush into anything. I can stay with you for a while if you want. See how it goes.”

			He raised his bushy eyebrows. “What about that fella you’re seeing? Your mother seems to think it’s serious this time.”

			“Serious?” She tucked blond hair behind her ears. “He wants to marry me, yes.” 

			He nodded. “Your mother thinks he would fit in perfectly with the family.”

			“Does she?” She sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t feel that way about him. Maybe I’m being too picky.”

			He smiled. “I’ve always liked that about you. You were smart enough not to fall for the first one that came along. Most of them see nothing but dollar signs anyway.”

			“Most do, yes. I don’t always tell them who I am though.” She smiled quickly. “Grandma Belle taught me that when I was still young.”

			He laughed. “Your mother never learned that lesson.” Then his smile faded. “My fault. I let Belle spoil her beyond belief. We should have had more children.”

			Yes, spoiled was a good way to describe her mother. She had been married and divorced four times now. She and Evan had different fathers. While she was still on decent terms with hers, Evan was not.

			“Now, you best go on up. Loretta will have lunch ready at noon, as always. She cycles through my favorite meals, but if you’ve got a hankering for something, I’ll let her know. She could whip that up for you.”

			“I’m not particular,” she said as she moved up the stairs. That was a daily occurrence whenever she visited. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner, all at regimented times. After all these years, she still wasn’t used to that. She preferred to eat when she was actually hungry, not at a predetermined time.

			She paused at the landing, then moved onto the wide hallway, her gaze moving to each of the closed doors. The six bedrooms up here were still furnished, yet most were not used anymore. Her mother had stayed only one night, that was the night before the burial. The first room was small and only had one window. It had been her childhood room until her mother bought the mansion, as she called it, and moved them there to Chester Heights. Now when she stayed with her grandparents, she always chose the second room. It had two large windows looking out over the once manicured grounds. Bennie had been the groundskeeper since he’d been a young man. When he grew too old and retired, they never replaced him, instead hiring a local lawn service to tend to things. They did little more than cut the grass.

			She walked down the hallway to the far end of rooms. Her grandparents had slept up here for years, only moving into one of the downstairs bedrooms when Grandma Belle had grown too frail to manage the stairs any longer. She moved to their door, about to open it, when her attention was drawn to the end of the hallway and the large door in the corner. The attic.

			She nearly shivered at the thought. She’d always been afraid to go up there. Probably because Evan had tormented her with ghost stories when she was young. Well, she was now twenty-seven years old. As far as she knew, despite the multitude of generations who had lived here—and died here—the place wasn’t haunted. Still, she had no desire to go up there. At least not alone.

			Yet before she could turn the knob on her grandparents’ old room, she found herself moving slowly to the attic door, almost as if in a trance. She stood there staring at it, not quite understanding the sudden compulsion she had to go up there. It was as if a force were urging her along and she had no will to fight it.

			She took a deep breath, then touched the knob, pausing only a second before turning it and pulling the door open. The stairway leading up was wide and dark. She felt along the wall for the light switch and flipped it up. A dull and dingy lightbulb swung overhead, the shadows moving lazily around her.

			Something beckoned and she found herself climbing steadily up the stairs. Spiderwebs were draped from every nook and corner, and she could smell the dust as it floated about. She wondered how many years—decades—it had been since someone had been up there.

			And she wondered why she was going up now.

			




Chapter Ten

			“Did you enjoy your outing, Miss Maddie?”

			“Oh, I did. Sad to see the orchard looking so neglected.”

			Loretta urged her down by the small table and placed a cup of coffee in front of her. “It used to be so beautiful there. So green and lush during the summers. They were still tending to it when I was a child, but of course that was sixty years ago. When I was old enough to run down there by myself, I would sneak off in the early mornings to pick apples and bring them back to my grandmother.”

			“For pie?” she asked.

			“Pies, yes. And jam. My grannie loved to make jam.”

			“You?”

			“Oh, I learned how, yes. But now that there’s not much left of the orchard, I only make a pie now and then. Randy will bring me apples, but there aren’t that many trees still producing from what he tells me. The orchard wasn’t a priority, it seems, and it fell by the wayside years and years ago.”

			“Was there someone who worked here named Hattie?” she asked as casually as she could.

			“Hattie? Why yes!” Loretta exclaimed with a big smile. “She was my great-aunt. She lived to be ninety-one. Her mind was sharp as a tack, but her body finally just gave out, poor thing. She had arthritis something terrible.”

			“You knew her then?”

			“Oh, yes. I’d been working here for years already when Aunt Hattie passed on. I was—oh, let me think. It was in ’97 when she died. So, I would have been thirty-three, I guess. Oh, Aunt Hattie was so full of stories from back in the day.”

			Madilyn looked behind her, making sure her grandfather wasn’t around. “She would have been here when my great-grandmother, Isabel, was running the house then. Right?”

			“Yes, yes. She was here when Mr. Albert was born. Hattie lived right here in the house until she was seventy. Then she moved out to one of the small houses where her sister was living. But she still came around most days and helped with the cooking.”

			“Did she happen to talk much about Isabel?” She was surprised by the slight blush on Loretta’s face.

			“Miss Isabel died young, I’m told. Sad story to hear.”

			“My grandfather doesn’t talk about her much. He was still a boy when she died. I’d be interested to learn more, if you know anything about her.” Then she smiled. “Even if it’s gossip.”

			Loretta tapped her chest with her open palm. “Oh, I shouldn’t really tell stories, but yes, my Aunt Hattie talked freely about her. Oh, she loved Miss Isabel like a sister, she did. Hattie wasn’t much older than her when Isabel came to live here.”

			Madilyn motioned to the chair beside her. “Why don’t you pour a cup of coffee, and we’ll chat.”

			“Well, I suppose I could take a short break. Mr. Albert said he was in the mood for a grilled cheese sandwich and some tomato soup for his supper. Won’t take me long to whip that up.”

			“That does sound good.” She smiled. “Although I’m looking forward to that chicken and rice dish you saved back for me.”

			Loretta filled a coffee cup and sat down beside her. “Meal planning was hard while Belle was still here. Toward the end, she wouldn’t eat much more than porridge or broth. Hardly had an appetite. Reminds me of how Hattie said it was with Miss Isabel.”

			“Grandpops said she was only thirty-six when she died.”

			“Yes. Very young. To hear Hattie tell it, she wasted away because of a broken heart.”

			“Yet she was married,” Madilyn said quietly.

			Loretta looked away. “I probably shouldn’t repeat the stories I was told. I mean—”

			“Isabel was in love with another woman.”

			Loretta’s eyes widened. “How did you know?” she nearly whispered.

			Madilyn’s plan to keep the diary a secret crumbled. Besides, she was beyond curious about it all. Even though she hadn’t read all of it, she knew by the blank pages that Isabel had stopped writing. 

			“I found an old diary in the attic. It was hidden in a desk up there.”

			“It was Isabel’s?”

			“Yes.”

			Loretta nodded. “Then you know about Lorah. Oh, to hear Hattie tell it, those two were so madly in love, they couldn’t hide it. Hattie says she fell a little bit in love with Lorah herself. She was such a charmer, she said.” Loretta smiled. “And maybe she did fall a little. Aunt Hattie never married.”

			“Did her husband find out? Isabel’s, I mean.”

			“Oh no. Hattie said they were all loyal to Isabel and Lorah and never breathed a word of their affair. Of course, there was no chance of it lasting. They—”

			“What have we here?”

			They both turned, finding Pops in the doorway. Loretta hopped up quickly, guiltily, but Madilyn spoke first.

			“Visiting,” she said easily. “I was asking her about the old orchard. She used to go there to pick apples.”

			“You took a trip out there today, Randy tells me. What did you think?”

			“That they are in ruins.” She stood, giving Loretta a smile. “Thanks for the coffee.”

			“Of course. Now I should get that tomato soup going.”

			Madilyn followed her grandfather out of the kitchen. “I think we should hire someone to tend to the orchard. Get it producing again.” 

			“Producing?”

			“I don’t mean commercially, no. But I think it would fall in line with what the Marak Foundation is all about.”

			“How so?”

			“When the fruit is ripe, we offer it free to the community. Have people come in and pick their own. Or donate the fruit to a food bank. Or to local schools.”

			“Where’s the profit in that? Or would this be a charitable write-off?”

			“Does it matter? The cost of running the orchard can’t be that much. I think it would be a good thing for our brand.” She smiled at him. “In case you didn’t know it, the Marak name isn’t spoken of fondly by the locals.”

			“Of course, I know that. It’s always been that way. Jealousy. And back in the day, most of the locals worked for the Maraks in some capacity. My father, for instance, leased out land all over for tenant farming. He provided a house and—”

			“And they did the work, yet he kept most of the profits.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Grandma Belle told me that years ago.”

			He tapped his cane several times on the hardwood floor, then smiled. “She was right. My father was ruthless. He didn’t care what anyone thought of him. He always said he was in the business of making money, not friends.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “So? The orchard?”

			He nodded. “Yes, fine. If that’s something you’d like to do, then I think it’s a good idea. You may want to take a look at the land over by Brandywine Creek too. Most fertile over there if I remember. It was more diverse, though. Peach and pear, as well as apple.”

			“Thank you, Pops. Maybe I’ll get Randy to drive me over there sometime.” She glanced at her watch. “I think I’ll go to my room and get cleaned up before dinner.” She leaned over to kiss his cheek. “See you later.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Madilyn had hoped to catch up with Loretta again after dinner, wanting to finish their interrupted conversation, but instead, she joined her grandfather in the study as she’d been doing lately. He had taken the liberty of speaking with Randy about hiring someone for the grounds. Randy knew of three locals who might be interested. Pops wanted her to call them and set up interviews for next week. She’d also put a call in to Palmer to let him know she would be in the city tomorrow. She only got voicemail, so she left a quick message asking if he wanted to have lunch. She wasn’t looking forward to that. She could already imagine his reaction to the news that she’d be living out here for the summer. But, she reminded herself, that could be a good thing.

			By the time she’d finished with that, she stopped off at the kitchen, but Loretta had retired to her quarters already, so she headed up the stairs. It was far too early for bed, but she was so anxious to read that she changed clothes and brushed her teeth, then crawled under the covers, leaving on only the lamp beside the bed. She took a deep breath before opening the diary.

			 

			It’s been two weeks since I wrote last. Lorah has been here every day and every night. I’m beside myself with happiness. Hattie must surely know about our affair. I’m sure it’s written all over our faces. If not that, she must know I’ve not slept in my own bed at all during that time. Even so, she’s not said one word to me about it. In fact, she goes out of her way to include Lorah in everything, as if she’s a part of the family. Lorah, in turn, treats Hattie like a friend, not like the servant she is. She left today, though. She said she would indeed be in the poor house if she did not sell some shoes! She has not had to pay for boarding or meals so I’m sure that has helped her out. I do miss her already. My day feels empty when she’s not here. However did I stand it before Lorah came into my life?

			 

			Madilyn turned the page slowly, knowing there were only a handful of entries left for her to read.

			 

			A card came from James today. I could see the smile in Hattie’s eyes when she handed it to me. As expected, he was announcing his return. He apologized for staying away longer than the expected two months, saying it would be another six weeks before he returned. My heart seemed to swell in my chest. Six more weeks with Lorah. I handed it to her to read. She looked so relieved, but she said nothing. She simply looked into my eyes like she does, and I’m filled so with love at what I see there. I suppose we should talk. Talk about us, that is. She had an appointment in town this afternoon to show some shoes to Mr. Greenburg at the mercantile store. Maybe we will talk when she gets home. Yes, home. For the first time since I moved here, it finally feels like home to me. I so dread James’s return. I have a huge ache in my chest just thinking about it. Therefore, I won’t think about it. Maybe we won’t talk after all. We have six more weeks now.

			 

			Madilyn could almost feel the relief in Isabel’s words. Relief that her husband wasn’t coming home.

			 

			I love Lorah. I love her like I could never love James. She loves me too. Yes, we talked. But what was there to say? I’m a married woman. I’m having an affair and cheating on my husband. Cheating on him with another woman. A woman I love with all my heart. As I told Lorah last night as we lay in bed together, we have six more weeks. Let’s not ruin that by worrying about James coming back. Oh, but I could see the pain in her eyes. She loves me so.

			 

			“Oh, Isabel,” she murmured quietly. And poor Lorah. How she must have felt. It was almost with trepidation that she turned the page.

			 

			I think Hattie may be dreading James’s return too. She, like me, knows that Lorah will leave when he returns. Hattie seems to be extra attentive to us. Today, for instance, she made us a picnic basket and nearly shoved us out the door. It was a pleasant day for being the end of July. Not so hot that we couldn’t sit under our trees and enjoy the view of the valley. Lorah said something, though, that broke my heart. We were walking among the apple trees, and she said she so hated it that she wouldn’t be around when they ripened. I completely broke down and started sobbing. We fell to the ground there, under the young apples, and she kissed my tears away. She then said we would do an outing to Brandywine Creek tomorrow. She thought the peaches or maybe the pears there would be ripe enough. We’re going to pick some and ask Hattie to bake a pie for us. That made me cry more and I didn’t stop until Lorah made love to me right there under the apple trees.

			 

			Madilyn didn’t need to read the rest of the diary to know what had happened. James returned and Lorah was forced to leave. Was that the end of their affair? Had Isabel considered divorce? Or was divorce deemed taboo at that time? She turned the page, knowing the only way to find out was if Isabel wanted to tell her.

			 

			There was another card from James today. By the look in Hattie’s eyes, I knew without reading it that he was returning soon. Four days. I can’t believe it’s been six weeks already. Henry is to meet him at the train station on Friday. Four days. Four days until my world ends.

			 

			Madilyn turned the page slowly, fearing what would happen.

			 

			It was the best and the worst day. It was our last picnic. We didn’t take it under the maples though, like we usually do. We drove out to Brandywine Creek again. The orchards were full of men working as the peaches need picking. We drove just south of the orchard and went to the bridge and on across the creek, far away from them, and put down Lorah’s blanket in the thick grass. I had no appetite but forced down some of the chicken that Hattie had packed for us. There was also wine and Lorah poured us each a glass. Instead of talking about tomorrow, which will be our last day together, we reminisced about the summer. It had flown by so fast, it seems, but what a wonderful summer it was. As we talked, we both cried, yet there was nothing we could do about it. James is coming back whether we want him to or not. We didn’t do justice to Hattie’s picnic basket. Instead of staying there, Lorah said she wanted to be home with me. So back we went. We spent the entire afternoon in her room, loving and crying. We slept fitfully during the night, waking to love again often. I’m exhausted as it is. She is still asleep. Dawn is approaching, the morning of our last day. I’m going back to bed. I want to be with her.

			 

			Madilyn flipped the page over. There was only one other entry.

			 

			Lorah has been gone five days. I can’t stop crying. James thinks I’m sick and maybe I am. Heartsick. Hattie has tried to comfort me but that only seems to make it worse because Hattie knows exactly why I’m crying. Lorah begged me to go with her. I just didn’t have the courage to say yes to her. She seemed to understand. She slipped off the ring she always wore and put it on my finger. A reminder, she said. As if I need one. She will forever be in my heart as it is. She left then and now she is gone from my life forever. How will I live without her? My heart is shattered, and I fear it will never mend. I simply want to die.

			 

			Madilyn wiped at the tears that had formed in her eyes. She could feel Isabel’s pain. How in love they must have been. She had no frame of reference for that. Maybe her grandparents. Even then, she couldn’t imagine anyone being more in love than Isabel and Lorah must have been.

			She took out the photo and stared at it, surprised that there was no mention in the diary of it. Who had taken the photo? Had it been Hattie like she suspected? She put the photo back and took out the envelope. It was yellow and faded and the paper felt fragile as she removed the single piece of stationery. The handwriting was elegant and beautiful.

			 

			My Dearest Issy. I know James has left again. It would be so easy for me to come by to see you. I’ve had to fight with myself to stay away, in fact. But I can’t go through the breakup again. I don’t think my heart could survive it. You already know how much I love you. I will go to my grave with you still in my heart. You and only you. 

			Do you remember on one of our picnics I told you that I was certain we had met before, had loved before? In another lifetime, Issy. I’m certain of it. That’s how I know that we will meet again and love again. Just like now. I know that in my heart. And I can’t wait for that time. I hope you believe that too. Please believe that, Issy.

			I am getting off the road. I am going back to the farm. Back home. I will plant an apple tree or two while there, I think. Something to connect me to you. Then I may go back to Lancaster to find work, or I may stay there with my new apple trees. If you ever need me for anything, you can send a note to my family’s farm in Millersville. They will know how to get in touch with me if I’m not there.

			Please know that I think of you each day and I go to bed with a heavy heart each night. I promise, my love for you will never die. Not in this lifetime…and not in the next. Or even the next, Issy.

			Yours forever. Lorah.

			 

			Madilyn’s tears ran down her cheeks as she folded the letter carefully and put it back in the envelope. How could it be that she felt like she knew these two women intimately, like they were friends of hers? The diary wasn’t long by any means, but it was filled with such love—and pain—that she could literally feel it herself. She didn’t understand it, really, but she could certainly feel it.

			She wiped at the tears on her face, then leaned back against the pillows, absently twisting the ring—Lorah’s ring. The diary had ended, but she so wanted to know more. She hoped that Loretta would be able to shed some light on Isabel’s later years. This was in 1933. Her grandfather was born two years later. How long had Isabel continued to share a room with James? How long and painful were those years until she died? And what about Lorah? What happened to her? Had she never come around again? Oh, she had so many questions and she feared she would not get answers to them.

			She was jarred out of her thoughts by the ringing of her phone. It was Palmer. She let it go to voicemail, not wanting to disturb the quiet mood she was in.

			Instead, she closed her eyes, picturing the two women as they walked among the apple trees. They were holding hands and smiling at each other—she could see that vividly in her mind. Yes, like seeing two friends on a sunny summer’s day.

			Oh, how she missed them already.

			Again, the soft ding of her phone—letting her know Palmer had left her a message—interrupted her thoughts. With a sigh, she reached for it.

			“Madilyn, it’s me. Sorry I missed your call earlier. Can’t wait to see you. However, can we do dinner instead of lunch? I already have a lunch date with a client. I’ll make reservations at Clines. I know you love their prime rib. See you tomorrow, love.”

			She nearly groaned. Apparently her plan for a quick day trip would turn into an overnight affair. That thought did elicit a groan. He’s going to want to stay the night, she thought with dismay.

			She put the phone down and stared at the ceiling, but her thoughts quickly returned to Lorah and Isabel, easily pushing Palmer from her mind.

			




Chapter Twelve

			When Madilyn got to the restaurant, Palmer was nowhere in sight. She took a seat in the lobby, ignoring the comings and goings of other patrons by feigning interest in the paintings that adorned the walls. Clines was Palmer’s favorite restaurant, and they came here frequently. She often got the prime rib or the steak and lobster. Tonight, she wasn’t sure she was in the mood for either of those. She wanted something different.

			She took a deep breath, wishing she was already back at the estate. She was certainly ready to go. Her car was packed with the few clothes she’d decided to take with her and some toiletries. As she’d gone through her wardrobe, she saw how terribly lacking it was for casual wear. Even shoes. There was nothing suitable for traipsing around the orchard. She’d immediately gotten online and gone shopping. Hopefully her new clothes would arrive at the estate within a few days.

			“Madilyn?”

			She glanced up, seeing Palmer coming her way. She stood, forcing a smile to her face. She leaned closer to meet him as he placed a light kiss on her cheek.

			“You look as lovely as ever,” he said as he took her hand. “I’ve missed you.”

			“Thank you. But it’s only been what? A little over a week?”

			“Ten days.” 

			They were led to a table in one of the enclaves where it was dark and quiet. Two candles were burning and as always, she was impressed by the romantic setting here. Shame it never resonated with her. Wine was being poured into glasses and she arched an eyebrow at him.

			“I ordered ahead. Prime rib for you and I requested the roasted duck with that orange and ginger glaze that I like.”

			She nodded and smiled at the waiter who bowed slightly. “For your appetizer, we have mushrooms stuffed with Pecorino Romano, garlic and topped with crispy breadcrumbs.”

			“Thank you,” she automatically.

			When he left them, Palmer leaned closer. “It’s so good to see you, Madilyn. We hardly spoke while you were gone. Did you miss me at all?”

			Her thoughts suddenly became jumbled as she stared at him. He was a handsome man, five years older than she was. He was pleasant enough, she supposed. He was from a prominent family and had already made partner at one of the most prestigious law firms in Philadelphia. Although even he admitted he wasn’t certain that was because of him or his father. As his eyebrows raised, she finally found her voice.

			“Of course, I missed you.” Was that a lie? Yes. Yes, it was. And on the heels of that, why did she feel the need to lie?

			“I never expected you to stay away this long.”

			“I know. And about that.” She folded her hands together on the table. “My grandfather has asked me to stay with him for a few months. Through the summer, at least.”

			He leaned back, obviously shocked. “Are you serious? Whatever for?”

			“His wife of sixty-seven years just died and he’s suddenly alone in a very big house.” She picked up her wineglass and took a tiny sip. “He was distraught enough that he’d considered selling and moving.”

			“Distraught? Hadn’t she been sick for years? It’s not like it was a shock she died.”

			“I’ve been away ten days. I guess I’d forgotten how blunt you are about some things.” She slid the wineglass away from her. “Yes, she’d been ill. That didn’t make her death any easier for him.”

			“And he wants you to stay with him? Through the summer? What? Four or five months?”

			“We haven’t set a date, Palmer. We’re going to see how it goes.”

			He picked up his wineglass for the first time. “Why on earth, Madilyn? There’s nothing to do there. You’ll be so isolated.”

			“We’re forty minutes from Lancaster and not much more than an hour’s drive to Philly. I wouldn’t call that isolated.”

			“But what are you going to do there?”

			“I still have responsibilities for the Foundation. That won’t change. And I want to get the old apple orchard going again. That’s going to be my main focus, actually.”

			At that, he seemed at a loss for words. “An apple orchard?”

			She smiled and nodded. “Yes. Apparently back in the day they had quite a large orchard near the creek there. And a smaller one up by the estate. That’s the one I’m most interested in.”

			“Well, that’s certainly a surprise. I would have never guessed you’d be interested, as you say, in an apple orchard.” He gave her a fake smile. “That sounds so very exciting. How often will you come back here? Once a week? Or do you expect me to come there to see you?”

			She returned his fake smile. “I don’t expect you to come to the estate, no. As you said, there’s nothing to do there.”

			He slid his wineglass to the side and folded his hands in front of him. “What’s going on, Madilyn?”

			“Why do you assume something’s going on?”

			“Because this isn’t like you at all. You don’t ever do things on the spur of the moment.”

			“No, I don’t. But this is something I want to do for my grandfather.”

			“And you’ll come here, what? On the weekends?”

			“I don’t know, Palmer. We’ll see how it goes.”

			He stared at her quietly for a bit, then his gaze landed on her right hand. “You have a new ring? I rarely see you with jewelry.”

			She automatically touched the ring, then covered her hand, hiding the ring from his gaze. “It was my grandmother’s ring. Or perhaps my great-grandmother’s,” she clarified. “I wanted a keepsake.”

			“I see.”

			The remainder of their dinner passed in almost frosty silence, and she was surprised at how taken aback he seemed to be at her proposed absence. They both declined coffee and dessert, and he led her almost abruptly back to the lobby.

			“Should I plan on finding a date for the wedding then?”

			She frowned. “What wedding?” 

			“Jason Redmond. You met him and his fiancée at one of my parents’ dinner parties. Their wedding is coming up next month, remember? We’ve already discussed this. They’re renting the ballroom at the Ritz-Carlton in Center City. Most of the guests will be staying at the hotel. I’ve already reserved a suite for us.”

			“I had forgotten. A few weeks? It depends if I’ve hired someone by then, I guess.”

			“Hired someone?”

			“For the orchard.”

			“Ah, yes. The very important apple orchard,” he said sarcastically.

			“Okay, Palmer. I think I’ve had enough for one night. Yes, why don’t you find a date for the wedding. I think that would be easier for both of us.” She paused before leaving. “Thank you for dinner. It was an absolutely lovely evening,” she said, her sarcasm matching his.

			He followed her outside. “So what are we doing here, Madilyn? Are you breaking up with me or something?”

			She turned to meet his gaze. Yes. Tell him yes. “I don’t know, Palmer. Right now, all I know is that I’m going to be with my grandfather for the next several months. After that, we’ll see where we are.”

			“We’ll see where we are? Does that mean you expect me to wait around for the next four or five months so you can ‘see where you are’?” he finished with emphasis.

			“I expect no such thing. Do as you wish,” she said curtly.

			His expression hardened. “Fine. Give me a call if you want to get together.”

			He left her standing there alone on the sidewalk as he hurried away from her. She blew out her breath. What just happened?

			I think we broke up.

			Is that what she wanted? While, no, she wasn’t in love with Palmer, he was at least someone she was accustomed to. Someone she was comfortable with. She knew he had no underlying agenda when it came to her or her name. That made her frown sharply. Or did he? Why were they even still dating in the first place? There was little passion between them and when it came down to it, did they even like each other all that much? 

			Why were they still dating? She knew what her answer would be. Safe and familiar. But what about him? What was his reason? He was a successful, handsome, wealthy man. Why would he settle for what they had? She blew out her breath. Maybe for the same reason she had settled.

			So, had they ended things with a spat in front of Clines? She decided she didn’t really care.

			She headed toward her car, surprised at the relief she felt. Surprised by the smile on her face. Instead of going back to her condo, she headed west, away from the city.

			Back to Lorah and Isabel…and back to the apple orchard.






Chapter Thirteen

			Madilyn paused, seeing her grandfather standing on the large expanse of the back porch watching as the new lawn crew was unloading flats of colorful flowers. He seemed pleased with the progress that had been made in the last few weeks and she was glad hiring a crew had been her first priority. 

			The apple orchard was her second. She had such an undeniable urge to get it looking presentable again—to get it looking like it was when Isabel and Lorah had walked there. Nearly every afternoon she took the golf cart down there herself—or walked the lane—trying to picture how it had once been. Most of the trees now were long dead, only a hardy few hanging on.

			She’d learned from Loretta that back when Isabel had been alive, she’d forbidden the workers from harvesting the apples there, sending them on to the orchards at Brandywine Creek instead. In their place, she’d allowed in the families who were leasing and farming the Marak land nearest the estate to come in and pick their fill. Her grandfather didn’t recall that happening, though. He only remembered his father ignoring the orchards because they weren’t as profitable as his import businesses, and he had no time for them.

			She had visited with Loretta a bit more about Isabel and Lorah, but Loretta didn’t know much other than what she’d already learned from the diary. As far as Loretta knew, James never learned of the affair. After her grandfather had been born, Isabel made it clear that she would not share a room—or a bed—with James. James then made it clear that if she wouldn’t perform her wifely duties, he would find someone who would.

			“He never brought them around, though,” Loretta had told her. “Hattie said he rarely came home at all, staying in the city instead, which suited Miss Isabel just fine.” Loretta’s expression changed. “Oh, Hattie loved her like family. Hattie’s heart broke as she watched Isabel fade away from them. She said it was like Miss Isabel willed herself to die.”

			Yes, Madilyn imagined that’s how it had been. Even having a child to love and care for couldn’t mend her broken heart. And while she now knew of Isabel’s fate, she did wonder what had happened to Lorah. Had she died young too? She supposed, if she did some searching, she could find out. She knew her last name—Chance. Knew she’d been from Millersville, then Lancaster.

			A part of her didn’t want to know, though. It was such a sad, tragic love story as it was. She would rather think of Lorah as she’d been in the photo—a bit dashing in the suit and tie…and a bit rakish with the fedora shadowing her eyes. Thinking of the photo made her smile. Like Isabel, and perhaps Hattie too, she seemed to have a little bit of a crush on Lorah, all from a photo. That thought nearly made her stumble. A crush? On a woman? With a shake of her head, she walked on, going around to the large shed where Randy was interviewing the men who had applied for the orchardist job. 

			He had told her they’d likely get more applications if she didn’t insist they live on the property. She, on the other hand, wanted this to be someone’s sole focus, not just a job they came to and left. Besides, there were five or six vacant houses on the Marak property going to waste. After touring them, though, she realized that most of them needed major work done to get them livable again. Truthfully, most of them needed to be torn down. The old George Class place down at the far end of the valley was falling apart at the seams and looked as if it would collapse any day now. 

			She’d picked out the nicest house—at the upper edge of the valley—which needed both a kitchen and bathroom upgrade and was in desperate need of painting, both inside and out. Really, though, it was the only house that was even suitable for a remodel. Randy had hired someone for that chore, despite his pleas that he could do it himself. She’d convinced him to supervise instead. And it wasn’t that she didn’t think he could do it—he was the handyman, after all—she simply wanted it done quickly. After the remodeling, she would get Julia to send the cleaning ladies over to get it ready for new appliances and furniture.

			There were four trucks parked at the shed. She wasn’t quite sure why it was referred to as a shed. It seemed much too large for that, and it functioned more as an elaborate garage. There was a nice room inside with a bathroom attached. Randy had added a coffeemaker and a small fridge to the room, calling it his office. He’d also added a small TV, and she wondered if this was where he came if he needed to escape from his wife.

			Two men and a woman were standing in front of one of the trucks, talking. She knew there were four appointments scheduled, but she did wonder who the woman was. Perhaps one of them had brought his wife along. Then she mentally shook her head. No. This young woman, with her boyish haircut and faded jeans, wasn’t a wife to these middle-aged men. She watched her as she spoke, her hands moving animatedly, a smile on her face. The woman turned then, as if feeling her watching. Dark eyes matched her dark hair and Madilyn’s breath caught. She had such a strong sense that she’d met her somewhere before, she very nearly went over to her now. The woman smiled at her, and Madilyn returned it. She shook herself, then made herself move. She opened the side door to the office and went inside, finding Randy speaking with, yes, another middle-aged man. He was short and stout, his voice rather loud as he listed off his attributes.

			“And I can grow some fine peaches and pears too. That’s most of my experience, but I’ve dabbled in apples before. Ran a fifty-acre apple orchard back about ten years ago. Quality fruit.”

			She walked up to them, holding her hand out. “I’m Madilyn Marak.”

			“How do you do, ma’am. I’m Jimmy Fisher.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” she said with a smile. “Where are you from, Mr. Fisher?”

			“Over near Smithville.”

			“And you’d be willing to relocate here?”

			“Well, as I was telling Mr. Shaffer here, my wife and I are currently renting a house there. I’ve got four months left on that lease. But it’s not that far of a drive to come out. It only took me about forty minutes to get here.”

			She nodded and smiled at Randy. “Please continue. I want to look over the résumés.”

			She let their voices fade to the background as she picked up the papers. She barely glanced at Jimmy Fisher’s. He wasn’t the one. She didn’t care how good his résumé was. Two of the others had similar experience to Mr. Fisher. The other, Dylan Hayes, had the least amount of experience. In fact, he listed nothing other than tending to his family’s apple trees. She frowned, seeing no other jobs mentioned. She tossed it aside, focusing on the other two.

			“What do you think?”

			She looked up at Randy, not realizing that Mr. Fisher had left them. “Are these the only four we received?”

			“Afraid so. Like I said, requiring them to live on the property is going to limit your choices. But we only really advertised in this area. We could do a state-wide search.”

			“No, no. Let’s go ahead and speak with these first.” She picked up Dylan Hayes’s very brief résumé. “This one shouldn’t take long. No experience at all.”

			“Yeah. I almost didn’t even bother with an interview, but I called anyway.” He went to the door. “Dylan Hayes? Come on in.”

			Madilyn’s eyes widened when the woman walked inside. She supposed surprise showed on her face because the woman—Dylan Hayes—gave a laugh.

			“Yeah, I know. My name always throws people. It’s a family thing.” She came closer, holding a hand out first to Randy, then to her. Her grip was firm, her gaze direct. Again, Madilyn would swear she knew her from somewhere. “I took a drive through your orchard on my way in. I hope you don’t mind. I saw the apple trees from that side road and thought I’d take a look. You’ve got some old gnarly trees in there and I was shocked that some were still producing. That’s crazy. Looks like they hadn’t been pruned in decades. Apple trees start declining at thirty, and by fifty years, they’re pretty much spent, if people even keep them around that long. Although my uncle swears that two on his farm are ninety years old and they still have fruit. Anyway, if they produce fruit for up to fifty years, it’s an exceptional tree. Judging by some of those in your orchard, they’re getting on to be a hundred years old themselves. If I were you, I’d graft some of those and get some new trees started from them.”

			“Well, you seem knowledgeable,” Madilyn said. She held up the résumé. “Not much here, though.”

			“No. I’ve not ever worked at a big orchard. Truth is, I never had much desire for farm life. Spent a lot of time on my uncle’s farm when I was growing up, though. I went to college, got a job thinking I’d never live on a farm.” She gave an easy laugh. “Life throws you curve balls sometimes, doesn’t it?”

			She didn’t elaborate and Madilyn was too polite to ask. 

			“What size is your uncle’s orchard? We’re looking to not only get the one here going—it’s rather small and only three acres—but there is another area along Brandywine Creek that is over a hundred acres. It’s fallen into neglect and needs a complete redo. I haven’t decided if we will attempt to revive the full one hundred acres or not. We’ll probably start small and see how it goes.”

			“My uncle’s farm is sixty acres, but only about ten of that is orchard. Peach, pear, and apple. He farmed the rest at one time or another.”

			“If you got this job, what size of a crew would you need to manage an orchard this size?” Madilyn asked.

			“Well, removing the old trees and getting new ones in the ground is labor-intensive but you can hire out for that. Managing the orchard itself…” The woman scratched the back of her neck thoughtfully. “I can manage the three acres by myself with no problem. But you start talking a hundred acres? That will host a hell of a lot of trees. At my uncle’s farm, I do all the pruning myself. And the harvesting. And that about kills me,” she said with a quick laugh. “Three acres would be a piece of cake. A big orchard, though? A hundred acres? You’re going to need ten or twelve guys, easy. That’s just to maintain it. You’d have to hire seasonal workers come harvest time. And from what I understand about some of the larger farms, they’re all fighting for the same seasonal workers. So, there’s that. Of course, new trees, you’re looking at four, five, six years before the production really kicks in.”

			“And what about living here on the property?”

			“Well, to be honest, that’s the main reason I applied for the job.” Again, an easy smile. “I’m soon to be homeless.” 

			“I see.” Madilyn raised an eyebrow, waiting.

			“My uncle, well, we’re going to have to sell the farm. It’s about to kill him, but he’s—” She shrugged. “Anyway, yeah, we’re going to put it up for sale. Soon. Like any day now.”

			“And the farm is where?”

			“It’s over near Millersville.”

			“I take it you’re more interested in a place to stay rather than a job then?” Randy asked, his tone a bit dismissive. “Since you’re about to be homeless and all.”

			Dylan Hayes laughed quickly. “Is that how it sounded? No. But it would certainly be convenient, that’s for sure.”

			Madilyn could tell by Randy’s expression that he was already rejecting her. And why not? She had no experience to speak of.

			“Well, thank you, Ms. Hayes. We have four applicants, and we’ll certainly keep you in mind,” he said.

			She expected disappointment on Dylan Hayes’s face, but the woman only smiled and shook their hands again. “Thanks for seeing me. I know I don’t have a lot of experience. At least, not on paper. But I’ve been tending to my uncle’s orchard for the last six years. I’m twenty-nine, in case you were wondering. And I know a thing or two about apples.” Then she laughed and Madilyn couldn’t help but return the smile. “Well, more than just a thing or two,” she clarified and even Randy laughed at that.

			It was then, when Dylan Hayes met her gaze head-on, that Madilyn was absolutely certain she’d met the woman somewhere before. 

			When she left, Randy turned to her. “Likeable woman, but not what we’re looking for. I think she’d be in over her head.” He picked up the other two résumés. “Do you have a preference on who is next?”

			Madilyn shook her head. “No. Doesn’t matter.” For one thing, she knew nothing about orchards or fruit trees and wouldn’t know who would be best suited to hire. She would most likely leave that up to Randy.

			While she sat in on the other two interviews—and contributed with a few questions—she found her mind wandering to the woman. She seemed to have a constant smile on her face despite her assertion that she would be homeless soon. She wondered why they had to sell her uncle’s farm. She also wondered what had prompted her to apply for a job she was obviously not qualified for. Desperation, perhaps? Yet her demeanor had not seemed desperate at all. No, she seemed to be one of those perpetually happy people. Madilyn had felt drawn to her, which was strange. She was never one to warm up to people easily. Quite the opposite. 

			She pushed Dylan Hayes out of her mind and forced her attention to Mr. Dennis, the last of the interviews. He wasn’t much different than the other two. In fact, all three men’s résumés were almost identical, with all of them having plenty of experience. She stood and shook his hand.

			“Thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

			“Yes, ma’am, thank you.” His handshake with Randy was much firmer. “Like I said, I can get started right away.”

			After he left, she and Randy went out into the sunshine, and she took a deep breath as she glanced into the blue sky overhead.

			“What do you think?” he asked.

			She gave him a brief smile. “I think maybe I was overzealous. I had no idea the labor needed to maintain a large orchard. Perhaps we should wait and see how this turns out before attempting to revitalize the Brandywine Creek area.”

			“Yes. I think that’s one reason why your grandfather—and his father before him—got away from the orchards. Profit margin is slim if things don’t fall right.”

			“I know. But in this case, I’m not really interested in a profit margin. Now, about them,” she said, referring to the guys they’d interviewed. “They were all pretty much alike. None stood out above the others. Who did you like most?”

			“Well, Todd Dennis here can get started right away. And he has no problem moving out here.”

			She nodded. Mr. Dennis and his wife were living with her parents over in Wakefield. He seemed to be in a hurry to move away from them. “Yes. But let’s think on it overnight. Now, what about the remodeling? Did you get the appliances ordered?”

			“Sure did. They’ll be finished with the bathroom by Friday, they think. Another week before the kitchen will be ready. As far as the outside goes, they’re stripping that tomorrow and will get on to painting that in the next few days. They found some wood on a couple of the eaves that needed replacing. Nothing more than that.”

			“Good. Thank you, Randy. It seems like it’s coming along then. I want to focus on the orchard here first. We’ll hold off on Brandywine Creek.” She turned to leave, then stopped. “How long has it been since people have lived in the houses? They really should be destroyed rather than attempting to revitalize them.”

			“Oh, it’s been a while. Most of those were already vacant when I started working here. As leases ran out, and your grandparents got older, they just didn’t want to mess with the upkeep on the houses is what I was told. They stopped leasing out the farmland closest to the estate years and years ago. The last one to be lived in is the one we’re fixing up.”

			“The estate here sits on what? Five hundred acres?”

			“More than that. I’d say seven or eight hundred here surrounding the house. Maybe even close to a thousand. That includes all of the valley and miles along Brandywine Creek too.”

			“Wonder why he didn’t have the old houses torn down then?”

			“Truth be told, Mr. Albert seemed to have lost interest in the land. Like when Bennie retired. He didn’t care what the grounds looked like anymore.”

			“Yes, I know. He lost interest in a lot of things when Grandma Belle got sick. That’s something I’d like to do, Randy. Let’s see about hiring someone to tear down those old houses and get it cleaned up. Okay?”

			He nodded. “Sure thing.” He looked away for a moment, then back to her. “It’s not my place to say this, but I’m awfully glad you’re here, Maddie. I had been afraid your mother was going to swoop in and—” He stopped, and a slight blush lit his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that like it sounded.”

			She laughed. “Afraid she’d swoop in for the kill?” 

			He relaxed. “I never got on well with your mother. She doesn’t care two cents about this place. Never did.”

			“And that hasn’t changed, I’m afraid.” She touched his arm as she moved past him. “Thank you, Randy. I’ll see you later.”

			“You want to discuss who we’ll hire in the morning then?”

			“I suppose,” she said without much eagerness as she turned away from him.

			Truth was, none of the men excited her in the least, which was disappointing considering her enthusiasm for getting the orchard going again. In fact, of the four interviews, the only one who seemed truly passionate about the job was Dylan Hayes. Todd Dennis seemed more eager to move away from his in-laws than anything else.

			The excitement she’d started the day with faded now at the prospect of hiring one of these men. She paused to look skyward. Why was she so eager to get the orchard going again? Was she only doing it for Lorah and Isabel? Did she feel some sense of responsibility now that she’d read the diary? With a sigh, she continued back toward the house. The fact was, she missed Lorah and Isabel. It was almost like two friends had left her without saying goodbye. Which was crazy, of course. The diary wasn’t that lengthy, and she’d only had a very brief glimpse into their lives. 

			Almost as brief as their love affair had been.

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Dylan held the spoon out to him, but he shook his head. She then shook hers as well. “Kathleen said you didn’t eat again today, Uncle Frank. You need something in you.” She scooped up another spoonful of the soup.

			He looked away from her. “The doc said when my appetite goes, well…”

			“You act like you’re going to die tomorrow.”

			“I think I might,” he said, his voice rough and gravelly from the cancer.

			She put the bowl down. “Don’t give up on me. You’re all I have left.”

			He patted her hand affectionately. “Have I told you lately what a good niece you are?”

			“Not today, no.”

			“You gave up your life to come take care of me. And what do I leave you? A bunch of medical bills and an old farm that’s not worth much at all.”

			“Uncle Frank, I didn’t give up my life. I’ve loved living here on the farm with you.” She took a deep breath, wondering if she should even tell him. “Actually, I applied for a job today.”

			“Is that where you went off to?”

			“Yeah. The Maraks. It’s out east of Cochranville.”

			“The Maraks?”

			“I’ve never heard of them before. Have you?”

			“Who hasn’t? Probably the richest family in the Commonwealth. But I don’t know anything about them personally. They own a lot of land, that’s all I know. What kind of job do they have?”

			She grinned. “Running an apple orchard.”

			His laugh turned into a cough. “Girl, what the hell do you know about that?”

			She laughed too. “Not much, that’s for sure. But our trees out here all look good. I’ve been babying them for the last six years. And as a bonus, Madilyn Marak is really cute.”

			He leaned back against the pillows and closed his eyes. “Did I ever tell you the story about how our orchard started?”

			He’d told her plenty of stories over the years but never one about the orchard. She scooted her chair closer to the bed. “No. Tell me.”

			“It was already established when I came along. My Aunt Lorah planted the first two in the spring of 1934. Those two old ones up here by the barn—told you they were ninety years old. She would have been your great-aunt. She was fun and I loved her. She was feisty, though. Never married.” At this, he opened his eyes. “Much like you.”

			“You think I’m feisty?”

			“She never took a husband either.”

			She smiled. “Maybe she was gay like me.”

			He scoffed. “There weren’t no gay people back then.”

			She laughed loudly. “Sure there were. They just weren’t out in the open.” She waved her hand. “Go on. Tell me the story.”

			“She used to sell shoes.”

			“Shoes?”

			“Yes. Like a traveling salesman. Didn’t want no part of the farming life. Then one day, they said she showed back up right
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